CHRISTMAS   DAY   IN   GHUST
mind, I took a last look at Bratislava and then went on to Preshov,
in East Slovakia, and there, on Christmas Eve, I set out by the
only means of transport — an antiquated bus — over the long
mountain road for Chust, the capital of rump Ruthenia, the tiny
home-ruled state now called Carpathian Ukraine.
In the luggage-hold of that bus I had, of all unlikely things,
a miniature Christmas tree. My mind was full of memories of
Christmas 1937 in Vienna, which was the happiest time of the
brief period of tranquil happiness which I found, within the four
thick walls of my quiet rooms there, in the months before the
annexation. Then I had had a Christmas tree decked all in silver
and white, a vision lifted straight from a snowbound forest, and
that tree was the last thing I saw, through the double doors of my
sitting-room, when I went to bed at night and the first thing I saw
when I awoke in the morning, and so lovely was it that I could not
bring myself to dismantle it on Twelfth Night but kept it for nearly
three weeks. I should have been a happy man if I could have
looked forward to a succession of such Christmases, but they were
not for me, in Insanity Fair, and now, on Christmas Eve, 1938, I
was bumping and rattling over the Carpathians by the only road
that led to Chust with a miniature Christmas tree, two feet high,
an artificial but pretty thing, ready-decorated, that I had bought
in Prague to remind me of that other tree.
Late at night, after an eight-hour journey, while the "bus and
my fellow-passengers disappeared into the night, I found myself
dumped with my bags and my Christmas tree in the muddy
cobbled square of a small village — Chust. In the light of two or
three flickering street lamps I could see the faint outlines of houses,
and in one corner was a primitive electric sign which, on close in-
spection, I found to spell the name of the hotel I had been told
about.
I have slept in many strange places, but in few so strange as
this little hostelry, where accommodation was sold by the bed,
and not by the room, so that a deal of bargaining was needed to
obtain a very bare room, with a single electric bulb that did not
give enough light to read a paper, for myself. I undressed, con-
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